Establishing Airworthiness for Non-Type-Certificated Aircraft (Special Airworthiness Certification)
Aircraft that are not type certificated (homebuilt, ex-military, or with modifications that negate compliance with original type-certificate specifications) may be issued a special airworthiness certificate. Depending on the type of special certificate, there will be restrictions on the types of operations you may conduct.

The most popular categories of special airworthiness certificates used in certifying import aircraft are experimental and limited. Experimental certificates are issued to amateur-built aircraft and aircraft used for exhibition purposes. Limited airworthiness certificates are issued to certain U.S. surplus military aircraft.

Aircraft certified as experimental, amateur-built in a foreign country will usually qualify for a U.S. experimental, amateur-built airworthiness certificate if the buyer can prove that all U.S. requirements have been met. In order to do this, you may have to present the builder's records documenting flight testing and proving the 51% rule (to be certificated as amateur-built, the builder must complete at least 51% of the aircraft).

Special considerations apply when purchasing and importing foreign military aircraft. Most imported military aircraft can be certified only as experimental, for exhibition or air racing purposes, meaning that the aircraft is to be flown only to and from airshows or for other exhibition purposes, as defined in the special airworthiness certificate. The terms of the special airworthiness certification may further require that the FAA be notified in advance and approval be granted before each flight.

To obtain special airworthiness certification, the aircraft must be inspected by an FAA airworthiness inspector or designated airworthiness representative (DAR). It's best to start with an FAA-certified mechanic, preferably one who has had experience with the special airworthiness certification process. Your mechanic and you should complete FAA Form 8130-6, Application for Airworthiness Certificate. Advisory Circular 21-12, Application for U.S. Airworthiness Certificate, FAA Form 8130-6, provides guidance on completing this form. Your mechanic will then contact either an FAA airworthiness inspector or a designated airworthiness representative (DAR). Either the FAA airworthiness inspector or the DAR is authorized to issue a special airworthiness certificate if the aircraft successfully passes all required inspections and the necessary paperwork is in order. Although there is an additional charge for the DAR's services, the process is usually much faster than using an FAA airworthiness inspector.

Registration

Before being flown, your aircraft must be properly registered and display required registration N numbers and markings. FAR Part 47 outlines U.S. registration procedures, and FAR Part 45 provides guidance on aircraft letters and markings. In this section, we will discuss deregistration, U.S. registration, and obtaining N numbers.

Aircraft Deregistration

An aircraft cannot be registered in two countries at the same time. Before the FAA will register an aircraft that has previously been registered in another country, it must receive confirmation that the aircraft has been deregistered by that country's CAA. For example, before a Canadian-registered aircraft may be registered in the United States, the FAA will require a document from Transport Canada (the CAA of Canada) stating that the aircraft has been deregistered.

In order to deregister an aircraft, the seller must comply with all applicable laws and conditions of that country. Most countries require the seller to submit a request to deregister the aircraft with a completed bill of sale. Additionally, that country's registration numbers must be removed when the aircraft is deregistered and exported. Some countries require that the aircraft have a clear title before they will deregister it. The seller may request that the CAA notify the FAA Aircraft Registration Branch when the aircraft is deregistered.

The deregistration process has been known to have some snags. Mark Brandt, of Amarillo, Texas, imported a Piper Lance registered in a South American country. When the aircraft was being deregistered, it was found that the aircraft data plates containing the serial numbers did not match those in the CAA's registry. The CAA would not deregister the aircraft, and the FAA couldn't register the aircraft until it had been deregistered. The seller refused to refund the money, and Mark was stuck with a ton of aluminum that he could not fly.

Another pilot became frustrated because the seller in a foreign country took his good old time in submitting the paperwork to deregister the aircraft. Of course, the buyer had already paid for the aircraft!

The best means of protecting yourself from these kinds of problems is to put your money into an escrow account, releasable only when the aircraft is successfully deregistered to the satisfaction of the FAA Aircraft Registration Branch and is delivered with an export certificate of airworthiness (if required). AOPA Aircraft Title and Escrow Services (800/711-0087) has a great deal of experience in working with imported aircraft and international transactions.

Registering Aircraft in the United States
To register your imported aircraft in the United States, send the following documents to the FAA Aircraft Registration Branch:

1. A document from the foreign country's CAA stating that the aircraft has been deregistered. This may also be done by having the CAA that is deregistering the aircraft mail or fax the documents to the FAA Aircraft Registration Branch. 

2. Completed Aircraft Registration Application, FAA Form 8050-1, and $5 registration fee. The pink copy of the Aircraft Registration Application is used as the temporary (valid for 90 days) registration certificate until the original arrives. THIS PINK TEMPORARY CERTIFICATE CANNOT BE USED FOR INTERNATIONAL FLIGHTS OR FOR FLYING AN IMPORTED AIRCRAFT IN THE United States! For international operations, you must have a permanent registration or a faxed copy from the FAA Aircraft Registration Branch (405/954-3116). AOPA Aircraft Title and Escrow Services may assist you in obtaining permanent registration documents (800/711-0087). 

3. Bill of Sale or other evidence of ownership, signed in ink. 

Use the following address if sending the forms via regular mail:

FAA Aircraft Registration Branch
ATTN: Import Examiner
P.O. Box 25504
Oklahoma City, OK 73125

If sending the forms through a priority mail delivery service, you should use this address:

FAA Aircraft Registration Branch
ATTN: Import Examiner
6425 S. Denning Street, Room 118
Oklahoma City, OK 73169

Special assistance with registration and documents may be obtained by contacting AOPA Aircraft Title and Escrow Services (800/711-0087) or by calling the FAA Registration Branch helpline: 405/954-3116 or 405/954-3131.

Reserving an N number: You may reserve an N number in advance with the FAA Aircraft Registration Branch. If you don't place your reserved number on a registered aircraft within a year, you will be able to keep this number reserved at a cost of $10 per year.

To apply for an N number, send a letter with the requested number accompanied by a check for $10 (payable to the FAA) to:

Aircraft Certification Branch (AVN-450)
P.O. Box 25504
Oklahoma City, OK 73125

The N number you request may already be assigned; therefore, it is recommended that you send a list of five to 10 acceptable N numbers ordered by preference. If you do not have an N number reserved when you register your airplane, a number will automatically be assigned. AOPA Aircraft Title and Escrow Services can assist you in obtaining your N number.

Pilot Certification, Requirements, and Limitations

There are many options available for transporting your aircraft to the United States. The decision to fly the aircraft yourself, or have the aircraft delivered by the owner or third party, will be based in part on pilot licensing requirements. A review of international pilot licensing requirements and limitations is provided below:

1. With a U.S. pilot certificate, you may fly a U.S.-registered aircraft internationally. 

2. Holding only a U.S. pilot certificate, you may fly an aircraft of foreign registry in the United States only. 

3. To fly an aircraft of foreign registry in a foreign country, you must have a pilot certificate issued from the same country in which the aircraft is registered or obtain a validated foreign pilot certificate from that country. For example, to fly a Canadian-registered aircraft in Canada, you must obtain a Canadian pilot certificate or a validated foreign pilot certificate from Transport Canada, the Canadian CAA. 

If you wish to fly a foreign-registered aircraft to the United States, the easiest way is to get a validated foreign pilot certificate. A foreign pilot certificate is issued by International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) countries on the basis of a valid pilot certificate from another country. The foreign pilot certificate allows you to fly aircraft in that country and, for the purposes of importing and exporting, fly an aircraft registered in that country through other countries to the United States. For example, if you hold only a U.S. pilot certificate and want to fly an airplane located and registered in the United Kingdom (UK), you could fly the aircraft under UK registry to the United States by obtaining a foreign pilot certificate from the UK.

A validated foreign pilot certificate will usually give you rights and privileges equivalent to a U.S. private pilot certificate. In some countries, instrument and commercial operations on a foreign pilot certificate are prohibited or restricted.

To obtain a foreign pilot certificate, you must visit that country's regional or district CAA office and present your pilot certificate, medical certificate (some countries require that it be issued within the last 12 months), logbooks, and a radio operators permit, if required. Most ICAO countries can issue a foreign pilot certificate at the time of your visit. We recommend that you contact the CAA in advance for requirements unique to that country.

For additional information regarding FAA foreign pilot certificate validation, refer to AOPA's Guide to Foreign Pilot Certificate Validation.

Transporting the Aircraft Into the United States

There are several methods of transporting the aircraft from the export country to the United States. The AOPA Pilot Information Center (800/USA-AOPA) can provide advice on international flight planning requirements and procedures. For additional information, contact the international AOPA affiliate in that country, foreign country's CAA, and U.S. Embassy.

Method I — Taking Delivery in the United States
The best method of transporting the aircraft to the United States is to have the owner (or an appropriately licensed pilot) fly the aircraft into the country and deliver the aircraft to you. This way you don't have to deal with validated foreign pilot certificates and learning foreign operating procedures. You may consider paying the owner to have the aircraft delivered, as the headaches you save will be worth it! Once the aircraft has been delivered, the sales transaction can take place, the seller deregisters the aircraft, and you can start the process of registration and airworthiness compliance. Note: Foreign-registered experimental aircraft must have a special flight authorization prior to being flown in the United States. To obtain a special flight authorization, contact your local FAA flight standards district office.

Method II — Flying the Aircraft Yourself Under Foreign Registry
This method requires a great deal of trust on the part of both the buyer and the seller, but it does work. Quite simply, you obtain a validated foreign pilot certificate from the CAA of the country in which the aircraft is registered and fly the aircraft (still under foreign registry) to the United States. This means that the owner still has ownership of the airplane while you are flying it. The owner will probably want a deposit or some sort of collateral. In order to clear customs, you will require a letter from the owner authorizing you to fly the aircraft. When the aircraft is in the United States, the sales transaction can take place and the seller deregisters the aircraft, and you can start the process of registration and airworthiness compliance. Note: Foreign-registered experimental aircraft must have a special flight authorization prior to being flown in the United States. To obtain a special flight authorization, contact your local FAA flight standards district office.

Method III — Flying the Aircraft Yourself Under U.S. Registry
This method is the most difficult, time consuming, and ideal for those with a powerful desire to do things the hard way! The procedure is outlined below:

1. Conduct the sales transaction and deregister the aircraft in accordance with the laws of that country. 

2. Register the aircraft with the FAA Aircraft Registration Branch (see Registration Section for procedure) 

3. Contact an FAA flight standards district office for a special flight permit. This will usually require that an Export Certificate of Airworthiness inspection be accomplished or the aircraft be signed off as airworthy by a certified mechanic in the country of origin. The FAA will want to know the purpose of the flight and itinerary. The special flight permit will have to be validated in each country through which flight is to be conducted. 

4. Remove the foreign registration numbers from the aircraft and affix a temporary N number (12-inch letters) to the aircraft. This can be accomplished with 2-inch-wide tape or stick-on letters. 

5. Fly the aircraft to the United States. Do not attempt to fly the aircraft on a temporary (pink slip) registration! You must have the permanent registration or a faxed copy from the FAA Aircraft Registration Branch. 

Method IV — Employ the Services of an Import/Export Broker or Ferry Company
You may want to use an import/export broker to accomplish the necessary paperwork and procedures. Your local port director customs office should be able to provide you with a list of brokers.

Method V — Disassemble the Aircraft, Containerize, and Transport
This may be the only option if the aircraft is not in airworthy condition or the proper documents are not in order for flight. If it is otherwise not possible or practical to fly the aircraft, this method must be used.

Customs

There is little room for error when passing through customs! Because U.S. and foreign customs agencies have the authority to levy large fines and penalties, customs procedures must be carefully followed. We will present some tips to help make clearing customs go smoothly.

Foreign Customs
Prior to export, some countries require outbound customs clearances and inspections. As these procedures vary greatly from country to country and are subject to change, you should contact the export country's customs or export agency for specific requirements.

U.S. Customs
Clearing U.S. customs is the last major hurdle in getting the aircraft to your destination. Regulations require pilots to submit to a customs inspection upon arrival in the United States. Customs offices are located at specified airports of entry (AOE). AOE locations, phone numbers, and customs procedures are outlined in the U.S. Customs Guide for Private Flyers. The goal of U.S. Customs is to verify that no illegal items are being imported, all documents and paperwork are in order, and that any tax or duty is collected. Pilots must carefully follow all procedures and have all required documents. A fine of $5,000 per violation may be assessed for noncompliance. Customs can and does seize airplanes for gross violations.

Clearing customs can be easy or difficult, depending on your having the proper forms and following the prescribed procedures. In order to get through customs as quickly and painlessly as possible, consider the following guidelines:

1. Customs declaration forms: Contact the U.S. Customs office at your intended AOE for an assessment of duty, taxes, and forms that will be required for your situation. Normally, aircraft manufactured in the United States will not be subject to duty taxes. 

2. All aircraft documents must be in order: 

1. Valid registration and airworthiness certificates matching the same country and showing the same registration number. For example, if you are flying an aircraft registered in Canada, you must also present a Canadian airworthiness certificate and Canadian registration certificate. In some countries, these documents have expiration dates! Ensure that the documents are still valid.

If flying under U.S. registration, you must have a permanent or faxed registration certificate from the FAA! Temporary registration certificates are not authorized for international flights. 

2. Letter of authorization: If flying the aircraft under the owner's registration, you must have a letter from the owner authorizing you to fly that aircraft. This will dismiss any ideas in the inspector's mind that the aircraft is stolen. 

3. If ferry tanks or other optional equipment is installed, you must have major repair or alteration forms (FAA Form 337) aboard. 

4. Be prepared! Have your paperwork filled out in advance as much as possible. Ensure that required documents are on board and easily accessible. The inspector will be impressed if you are organized and considerate of his/her time. This will speed you through the customs process.

3. Required pilot documents including pilot certificate and medical certificate. The country of issue on your pilot certificate must match the country on the aircraft registration. For example, if you are flying a Canadian-registered aircraft, you must also have a Canadian pilot license or validated Canadian foreign pilot certificate. 

4. Proof of citizenship for pilot and passengers: Passport, visas, resident alien card, or picture ID and birth certificate, etc. 

You may opt to employ the services of a customs broker to help with all the required paperwork and procedures. Your local port director customs office should be able to provide you with a list of brokers, or contact the AOPA Pilot Information Center at 800/872-2672.

